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Abstract
Jesus the Galilean
O ne of the most challenging problem s in New T esta­
m ent research concerns the question, ‘Who was Jesus?’
In the first part of this essay atten tion  is paid to  why 
there is so much confusion in the answers given to the 
question. Then the phrase ‘Jesus the G alilean’ is dis­
cussed in an attem pt to  situate Jesus in a first-century 
G alilean historical context.
T he G ospel o f M ark re la tes us this challenging little  episode of Jesus and his 
disciples who w ere on the ir way to the villages of C aesarea Philippi when Jesus 
asked them:
‘Tell me, who do the people say I am ?’ ‘Some say that you are John 
the B ap tist’, they answ ered: ‘o thers say tha t you are E lijah, while 
o thers say that you are  one of the prophets.’ ‘W hat about you?’ he 
asked them. ‘W ho do you say I am ?’ Peter answered, ‘You are the 
Messiah.’ Then Jesus ordered them, ‘Do not tell anyone about me.’
(Mk 8:27-3a TEV)
W hat follow ed is known. Even P eter, the closest friend and follow er of Jesus 
apparently had mistaken expectations about Jesus, and according to Mark, did not 
grasp the significance of what he had just said about the messiahship of Jesus.
A fter alm ost twenty centuries of worship, historical study and adm iration of 
Jesus of N azareth , C hristian  believers and New T estam en t scholars alike still
• This essay is a reworked version of the C B Powell public lecture held during February 1990 in 
Pretoria.
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grapple with the question: W ho was Jesus? This is also the issue I would like to 
address in this series of two essays. Because of the lack of communication between 
scholars and the believing community, the diverse points o f view which are often 
taken  by scholars on d ifferent theological issues, the different theologies which 
presuppose theological answers given to contemporary social and political problems, 
and the lack of interaction between lay people and the academic community, there 
seems to  be a yawning gulf between scientific research and the beliefs of the man in 
the street. I do not pretend that a  series of two essays can narrow or even get rid of 
the schism. But I am convinced that, by taking current research and current beliefs 
seriously, one can contribute to  an understanding of the difficulties and challenges 
involved in the questions of who Jesus was, w hat his significance was and, most 
importantly, what his significance is for us today.
I distinguish between *who Jesus was’, and ‘what his significance w as/is’ for the 
simple reason that who a person is, and what people .v.y or think that person is, are 
often two totally different things. In the case of Jesus it is even more so.
The first essay deals with two issues. It firstly concerns the question of why 
there seemingly is confusion, if not total chaos, in the answers given to the question 
of who Jesus was. I shall secondly give attention to the phrase Jesus, the Galilean, by 
attempting to situate him in a first-century G alilean historical context. This will on 
the one hand illustrate the im portance of understanding Jesus of N azareth within 
the geographical area in which he mostly operated and the historical circumstances 
under which he lived, and on the other prepare the way for the next essay (see HTS  
47/2,1991).
In the second essay I shall develop two possible answers to the question of who 
Jesus was and also focus on the implications o f the points of view that Jesus was 
e ither an eschatological prophet or a first-century sage, that is wisdom teacher, or 
perhaps both. Let me start with the first part of this essay.
W HY SO MANY ANSWERS?
If I were to ask any lay person, or for that m atter any theologian: ‘Who was Jesus?’ 
the question would undoubtedly give occasion to a num ber of different im portant 
answers, depending on many things. Some of these answers might even be similar to 
those reportedly  given by the disciples on their way to C aesarea Phillippi. One 
might say he was the Messiah, while another would argue tha t he was the Son of 
God, incarnate. Yet another might m aintain that he was the Son of man, and that 
he will return  to judge the sinners and unbelievers at judgem ent day. It might also 
be argued that he was the saviour of the world or, in another idiom which is perhaps
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m ore fam iliar today, the liberator o f the oppressed. Thus we can continue giving 
possible answers to the question. A  num ber of these possible answers presuppose 
church dogm a and are  fo rm ula ted  from  th e  perspective o f the tim e a fte r the 
resurrection, while others tend to  focus on the tim e before his death. O r to put it 
differently; some of these answers relate to his significance for certain people while 
others focus on who he was when he was on earth.
Som e two hundred  years ago, in 1778 to  be precise, seven fragm ents o f a 
manuscript - in which a scholar of that time had gathered the courage to  strip the 
dogm atic overlayers o f the pictures of Jesus pain ted  by the church through the 
centuries - were published posthumously. I am referring to Reim arus’s manuscript 
Concerning the aim s o f  Jesus and his disciples, published by G  E  Lessing. This 
docum ent, however we might judge it, was the b irth  of the m odern quest for the 
historical Jesus. Being influenced by the Enlightenm ent, that is, the eighteenth- 
century philosophical m ovem ent stressing the im portance of reason, R eim arus 
subjected dogmatic beliefs about Jesus, and also the sources from which we know 
Jesus, to rigorous historical criticism. It soon gave rise to a flood of publications on 
the question of who Jesus really was. Noticing the differences between the Gospels 
in terms of what Jesus had said and done, scholars came to realise that the Gospels 
were not history books in the strict modern sense o f the word. The differences and 
ag reem en ts w ere th e  resu lt o f the way in  which the Jesus trad itio n  had been  
transm itted, and the purposes for which the different Gospels had been w ritten. I 
shall return to this.
F o r our purpose we will have to take a short cut through two centuries of 
historical research. During this time critical attem pts were made to  save the Jesus 
who once lived in Palestine from  the dogmatic, christological, im ages which the 
church painted of him, that is, about his humanity and divinity. The phrase ‘his­
torical Jesus’ was coined to distinguish ‘Jesus of N azareth’, the m an of flesh and 
blood, from the ‘Christ of faith’ of whom we learn in the New Testam ent, and whose 
significance was elaborated upon by the church through the ages. W hat came about 
is tremendously interesting and fascinating. Researchers’ attem pts to save the Jesus 
of history from the dogmas of the church concerning him, resulted in a  variety of 
contem poraneous (that is, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century pictures) o f Jesus. 
For the rationalists he became a  preacher of morals, the idealists regarded him as the 
prim e example of humanity, the aesthetes portrayed him as a  genius in the art of 
rhetoric, while the socialists m aintained that he was the friend of the poor and a 
social reform er (see Jerem ias 1961:14).
By th e  end  o f th e  n in e te e n th  (K ah le r)  and  b eg inn ing  o f th e  tw en tie th  
(Schweitzer) centuries, at least some scholars argued that, in spite of the admirable
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motives of their predecessors and fellow New Testam ent scholars to search for the 
historical Jesus, one was confronted by the fact that our extant docum ents were 
w ritten from the perspective of faith in Jesus, that is, the C hrist of faith, and not 
from  the perspective of the historical Jesus. These docum ents were w ritten long 
after the events about which they report, and therefore they did not concern the 
question of who Jesus was, but what his significance was for those who believed in 
him. It was furtherm ore asserted tha t the biblical C hrist of faith  was w hat was 
im portant for our faith in Jesus, not who he was and what he did. In fact, in certain 
circles it was even maintained that since it was impossible to go back to the original 
h isto rical Jesus we w ould have to  satisfy ourselves w ith th e  faith  o f the early 
Christians about him. As a  result for alm ost half a century there was virtually no 
quest for the historical Jesus.
Since 1953 there has been renewed interest in the question of who Jesus was, 
but also into his significance for the early church and for us today. The so-called 
New Q uest has been an attem pt to  avoid the im pression th a t his hum anity was 
unim portant for faith or, that his earthly life was not as im portant as the fact that he 
was resurrected. The term ‘historical Jesus’ also underwent a redefinition and came 
to be distinguished from the term ‘earthly Jesus’. While the former is being used for 
the h is to rian ’s answ er to the question of who Jesus was, the la tte r is used with 
reference to the flesh and blood Jesus who lived in Palestine at the beginning of the 
first century CE. The main issue was to determine the exact relationship in terms of 
continuity between the man Jesus who lived on earth, and beliefs about him as the 
resurrected Christ. W hat are the historical links between the man of Nazareth and 
the Christ of faith?
O f particular interest for the purpose o f this essay is the renew ed in terest of 
scholars in Jesus the Jew. W hat do we mean when we say that Jesus was a Jew? If 
we follow the G ospel tradition and say that he was a  Jewish teacher, what do we 
m ean by the term  ‘teach er’? O r a Jewish prophet?  D o our sources afford us 
sufficient m aterial to say w hat we m ean when we call Jesus a  Jewish prophet or 
rabbi? In view of the complex nature of first-century Jewish Palestine, the groups 
w ho lived th e re , th e  re la tionsh ip s betw een  them , th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  w ith the 
authorities, that is with the Rom an rulers, the interaction betw een Jews and other 
inhabitants of the country, and so on, these questions are not of academ ic interest 
only. In fact, they concern our concept of the past and of Jesus of Nazareth.
In scholarly circles one finds a great variety of images of Jesus the Jew, relating 
to  the d ifferent Jewish backgrounds against which the im ages are  located. The 
following have been  proposed by Christian scholars; an eschatological prophet, a 
political revolutionary, a  m agician, a H ille lite  or pro to-Pharisee, an Essene, a
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Galilean charismatic or a Galilean rabbi. In addition, there are the different Jewish 
views of Jesus, which add to  or com plem ent the variety of views held about his 
Jewishness. O ne of the reasons for the many answers to the question of who Jesus 
was, lies in the lack of sources which would enable us to give a precise description of 
all the relevant detail. Let us for a moment look at our sources.
I have already referred  to  the agreem ents and d isagreem ents betw een the 
different Gospels and other documents which report the sayings of Jesus and what 
he did during his life. This is not the place to deal in detail with the matter, but let 
us for the sake of illustration return to the Caesarea Philippi incident for a moment. 
W hat did Jesus say to his disciples at Caesarea Philippi about carrying their crosses?
‘If anyone wants to come with me’, he told them, ‘he must forget self, 
carry his cross, and follow me’.
(Mk 8:35, TEV)
or
‘If anyone wants to  come with me, he must forget self, take up his 
cross everyday (my italics), and follow m e’.
(Lk 9:23, TEV)
Mark is clearly emphasising that Jesus wanted his followers to  be prepared to die for 
his sake and for the sake of his m essage. Luke, on the o th e r hand, obviously 
‘spiritualises’ the m atter by adding ‘every day’. This is just one of the minor, but 
nevertheless im portant, differences in wording of the sayings of Jesus, illustrating 
the fact that the Gospels do not necessarily report the sayings of Jesus verbatim. Did 
he ever have contact with the Samaritans, since only Luke and John report on his 
visit to  Sam aria? Why do the travels of Jesus in the G ospel o f John  differ from 
those in the o ther G ospels? How long was his ministry? W hen was he crucified 
(see Luke 24:44 and John 19:31)? Why was Jesus crucified? And, who was finally 
responsible for his death?
These and many o ther questions arise when one com pares the detail o f the 
different Gospels. They also illustrate one of the problem s we have in answering 
who Jesus was. O ur sources, both canonical and extracanonical, do not answer the 
question in a clear-cut manner. We may call the Gospels ancient biographies, but 
like o ther contemparory ancient biographies, none of the Gospels can be regarded
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as a life of Jesus where a  detailed description is given of his person, hfe, works and 
words (see Vorster 1981). And the same holds good for the extracanonical material.
In addition to  the lack of sources and the difficulties involved in interpreting 
ancient documents, our knowledge about the past and the culture in which we live 
also plays a tremendously im portant part in the formation of our views about Jesus 
and his significance. I have already referred  to  the results of the Old Q uest. In 
addition there is the influence of our theological traditions. It has correctly been 
observed that six so-called salvation events determ ine theological predispositions, 
namely the incarnation of Christ, his death and cross, his resurrection on the third 
day, his ascension, the outpouring of his Spirit at pentecost, and his second coming 
or parousia  (see Bosch 1986:2). D epending on where one puts the emphasis one 
w ould have a  d iffe ren t theology and  a  d iffe ren t im age of Jesus. L ibera tion  
theologians seem  to be interested in a Christ who suffers with the oppressed and 
knows ab o u t th e ir  agonies and fears, no t in a C hrist who only offers e te rna l 
salvation. They emphasise the incarnation of Jesus. In the reform ed tradition (in 
South Africa at least), the emphasis is strongly on Christ’s act of atonem ent on the 
cross and e ternal salvation. In  the place of a suffering Christology one finds a 
Christology of a tonem ent and e ternal salvation. And in many instances even a 
Christology of victory. And so we can continue (see Bosch 1986:2-6).
The influence of all these different views on the question of who Jesus was, and 
his significance, is obvious. U nless there  is tolerance for o ther views and and a 
willingness to  be corrected, Christians will continue to m isunderstand each other. 
T he problems are simply implied by the New Testam ent and its interpretation, and 
tha t is why the question o f Jesus’ identity was is so im portant for us. W e tend to 
misjudge the role that tradition, culture and circumstance plays in our views.
The quest for the historical Jesus concerns our in terest in the past and the 
attem pt to  understand those who lived in rem ote times. It also concerns what we 
think and believe and one should not too easily say that historical problems such as 
Jesus’ identity do not concern us. O n the contrary, we are wittingly and unwittingly 
inform ed about the past by all sorts of sources that we simply presuppose. That 
partly explains our current confusion regarding Jesus and his teaching, and our wish 
to legitimatise a  point of view. Let me shortly elaborate on this. I shall illustrate the 
problem  of interpreting who Jesus was by taking two examples from the Gospels as 
an aid to  understanding why different points of view are taken by different theo­
logians who try to argue on the basis of what is found in the New Testament.
My first example is a  very simple one, but it nevertheless illustrates a typical 
problem  we are confronted with in our attem pts to say who Jesus was and what he 
taught. According to  M ark 1:17 Jesus called P eter and Andrew and said to them:
Jesus the Galilean
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‘Come with me, and I will teach you to catch men’ (TEV). How should we interpret 
this short m etaphorical saying? D id Jesus m ean th a t P e te r and A ndrew  would 
become missionaries who would go out and call people to follow Jesus? O r did he 
have in mind tha t they would becom e ‘fishers of souls’, th a t is, tha t they would 
become people who would gather souls for heaven? It is also possible to argue that 
Jesus expected the eschatological judgem ent o f G od to  come soon and th a t he 
called P eter and Andrew to help him bring home the people of G od without delay 
(Je rem ias 1961:132-13). In w hat sense can th is saying of Jesus be  used in a 
missionary or evangelism  context? The particu lar in te rp re ta tion  chosen would 
obviously make a  difference to  one’s case and how one argues it.
Let us take ano ther example. According to  the G ospels Jesus ‘cleansed’ the 
tem ple. But, why would he have done that (M ark 11:15-19 and parallels)? Some 
in te rp re te rs think th a t the ‘cleansing’ refers to p rio r profanation  and that Jesus 
wanted to purify the temple to fulfil its intended purpose. O thers argue that it refers 
to the rejection of the Jewish cult by the early church, or that it shows the power of 
the resurrected Christ. It is also m aintained that the ‘cleansing’ was a symbolic or 
prophetic sign which was intended to cause the repentance of Israel (see Sanders 
1985:61-62). Be it as it may, one thing becomes clear - and that is tha t our views 
about who Jesus was play a  significant role in our in terpretation  of the deeds and 
words of Jesus. If we regard Jesus as a religious reform er, we will argue that the 
first in te rp re ta tio n  (purification) is correct. If  we think th a t he was an  escha­
tological prophet we might go for the symbolic in terpretation . Let us get a  little 
closer to the problems caused by present-day views in South Africa about Jesus.
For a variety of good reasons many recent public debates in South A frica - in 
which Christian religion and, in particular, Jesus’ views played a role - concentrated 
on political m atters such as violence. How should we regard the following saying of 
Jesus with regard to violence and oppression?
You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an  eye, and a tooth for a 
to o th .’ But now I te ll you: do not take revenge on som eone who 
wrongs you. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, let him slap your 
left cheek too. And if someone takes you to court to sue you for your 
shirt, let him have your coat as well. A nd if one of the occupation 
tro o p s  fo rces you to  carry  his pack  one k ilo m etre , carry  it two 
kilometres ....
(M t 5:38-41, TEV)
W S  Vorster
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Is this a  p lea  from  the side of Jesus for to ta l subm ission, passivity o r passive 
resistance? (See Wink 1987.) Obviously one cannot make out a case for any of 
these answers without taking a large amount of other material into account. But it 
also underscores the great danger o f taking these first-century words out of their 
co n te x t an d  o f  sim ply  app ly ing  th e m  to  o u r own c o m p lic a te d  s i tu a tio n . 
U nfortunately  this is w hat so o ften  happens, a t the risk of making illegitim ate 
cultural and religious transfers in order to have Jesus on one’s side, so to speak.
The problem of the historical Jesus teaches us one thing in particular, and that 
is that Jesus lived in a far distant time in a situation totally different from ours. In 
spite o f all the positive things we can say about the history of Christian doctrine on 
Jesus, we also immediately have to recognise that our views are contaminated by the 
distance in time and the minds of men. All theologians and lay Christian believers 
can learn one thing from the historical Jesus problem, which is that their views on 
who Jesus is o r was are their own. Unless these views are scrutinised by rigorous 
historical criticism they are nothing more than m odern men’s images of Jesus. It is 
only in a  context of in teraction  and negotiation tha t we can work ou t probable 
answers to who Jesus was and what his views were on particular issues of his time.
Let me summarise. Because of the nature of our sources about Jesus - the fact 
that they are limited, that they lived in  a totally dififerent time and culture from our 
own - and the fact that we stand in a particular tradition, there is a great need for us 
to get to know the past better and to be m oderate and tolerant in our views about 
Jesus and his significance for today. This is one of a number of reasons why there is 
such a lively interest in who Jesus was in New Testam ent scholarship today. Having 
clarified the problem, in the next part of the essay I will concentrate on the phrase 
Jesus the Galilean, in order to place Jesus in a  possible historical context.
JESU S T H E  GALILEAN
New Testam ent scholars agree about a  relatively small num ber of so-called ‘facts’ in 
the life of Jesus. The following are taken as indisputable: (1) Jesus was baptised by 
John the Baptist; (2) H e was a G alilean who preached and healed; (3) H e called 
disciples and spoke of there being twelve; (4) H e confined his activity to Israel; (5) 
H e engaged in a  controversy abou t the tem ple; (6) H e was crucified outside 
Jerusalem  by Jewish authorities; (7) After his death his followers continued as an 
iden tif iab le  m ovem ent; (8) A t least som e Jew s p e rsecu ted  p a rts  o f the  new 
movement, and it appears that this persecution endured at least to a time near the 
end of Jesus’ career (see Sanders 1985:11).
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We have already noted that there is no such thing as a  bare fact in the history of 
Jesus research. Even the indisputable facts have to  be interpreted. So, if we say 
that Jesus was a G alilean who preached and healed, we at least have to say what we 
mean by ‘G alilean’, ‘preaching’, and ‘healing’ in first-century Palestine. We shall, 
however, for the purpose of this essay concentrate on ‘Jesus the G alilean’. Time 
and space do not allow us to go into detail, but a few remarks are necessary. I shall 
concentrate on the territory, its inhabitants, the relationship betw een u rban  and 
rural Galilee, and the social situation of Galilee in the time of Jesus.
The general picture of Jesus and his first followers is one of a group of rural, 
illiterate people who travelled around in G alilee while Jesus preached and healed 
people. Since the geographical environment of people helps to shape their identity, 
it is necessary to know what Galilee refers to and who inhabited the area, to test the 
validity of such a supposition.
The term  ‘G alilee’ means ‘circle’, which refers to the geographical shape of the 
a rea it covers. In the time of Jesus it consisted of U pper and Lower Galilee in the 
north  and south respectively, and the Valley running along the Jordan. As in the 
rest o f Palestine, there is a  coastal strip betw een the M editerranean Sea and the 
central hilly area, with a valley on the E astern side along the Jordan River, north 
and south of the Sea of Galilee. Galilee is characterised by its mountain ranges and 
fertile valleys. Unlike other parts of the country, G alilee had a substantial rainfall, 
making it an im portant agricultural area, the most productive region of the country. 
It produced most of the produce used in the ancient world. In addition to wheat and 
grain, the vine and the olive grew in abundance. From ancient export catalogues we 
know of items such as grain, oil, wine, different kinds of vegetables and herbs that 
w ere exported from G alilee and Syria to Egypt (see Freyne 1980:172). Because of 
its location, the network of roads, and the closeness to  the ports of Sidon, Tyre and 
Ptolem ais, G alilee was one of the most im portant im porters and exporters in the 
N ear East.
T he fishing and glass industry w ere the two m ost developed  industries in 
Galilee. Fishing rights on the shores of the Sea of Galilee were farmed out at a  high 
price, and m ethods of p reservation  and m arketing w ere developed to improve 
export (Freyne 1980:174). The glass-making industry was developed in Hellenistic 
times (first century BCE). The plain of Acco on the border of Galilee provided the 
raw m aterial for the glass (Freyne 1980:175).
It is rem arkable that the ministry of Jesus is related to villages such as Nazareth, 
Capernaum  and others, while large cities such as Sepphoris and Scythopolis are not 
mentioned. O ne should not infer from the absence of any m ention of these cities in 
the New Testam ent that there were no large cities at that time, or that Jesus and his
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followers were unacquainted with urban life and practices. Sepphoris, Tiberias and 
Scythopolis w ere w ithin walking distance of N azareth and C apernaum . In fact, 
Sepphoris was less than five kilometres from Nazareth, where Jesus spent his youth 
and learnt to  be a  carpenter. Before we come to urbanisation and the social status 
of people in the region, let us pay attention to the people who lived in Galilee.
Galilee was known as ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’ (see 1 Macc 5:15) in the second 
cen tury  BCE, thus expressing the feelings o f the Jew s who lived there . This 
rem ained the situation for many centuries. W hen A lexander the G reat, a  G reek 
from Macedonia, defeated Darius, king of the Persians, and his arm ies at Issus in 
333, G alilee was still part of the O rient. The situation was soon changed when a 
successor of A lexander, namely Ptolemy I of Egypt, conquered Palestine and the 
country became part and parcel of the Hellenistic world. Occupation forces settled 
in the country, including in G alilee, land ow nership changed and the people of 
Israel were subjected to the influences of the G reek way of life. Many of the Jews, 
especially members of the urban upper class - including members of the priesthood 
of the tem ple - supported Hellenisation. There was, however, a  large number who 
rejected, and even fought against any form of Hellenisation. From  then on until the 
middle of the first century BCE, when the Romans conquered Palestine in 63, the 
region was unstable and there were constant uprising and unrest. The influential 
Jewish M accabean family (the H asm oneans) led the revolt against the oppressors 
when Antiochus Epiphanes IV, the Seleucid King of Syria tyrannically suppressed 
Judaism and profaned the temple in Jerusalem . During the period 167-63 BCE the 
country was ruled by the Maccabees. They repossessed a great part of the country, 
including the g rea te r p a rt o f Jerusalem . D uring th a t period Sepphoris was the 
administrative centre in Galilee. In 63 BCE Pompey’s legions captured Jerusalem 
and Palestine became part of the Roman empire (see Freyne 1980:22ff).
Jewish settlem ent in G alilee followed the M accabean revolt in 164. Pompey, 
however, recap tured  many of the cities and incorporated them  into the Rom an 
adm in istra tion . H erod  the G rea t m ade G alilee  and P erea  p art of the Rom an 
province o f Ju d ea  but, a fte r his death , G alilee  and P erea  becam e p a rt o f the 
tetrachy of H erod Antipas.
By this time G alilee was greatly H ellenised, both politically and socially. The 
region was ruled and adm inistered in a  R om an m anner, including trade, tax and 
infrastructure. Although Aramaic, the lingua franca of the Persian Empire, was still 
spoken by most Jews, and Hebrew was probably still in use, G reek was the language 
used in the market-place. It can be assumed that most Jews, including Jesus and his 
followers, were to  a greater or lesser extent bilingual, and could also speak Greek. 
Latin was the language of the rulers and the military but in most cases these people
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could also speak G reek  and knew the G reek  way of life. G alilee  was correctly 
referred to  as G alilee of the Gentiles. The region was inhabited by others beside 
the Jews and these Jews were no longer free from the influences of a  cosmopolitan 
society even though some of them rejected the Hellenistic way of life. Obviously it 
was socially, econom ically  and politically  th a t the Jew s o f G alilee  w ere m ost 
influenced in the H ellenistic period. They were allowed to  practice their religion 
and worship their God.
O ne of the aspects which greatly influences one’s image of Jesus and his first 
followers is the relationship between the cities and the smaller villages and towns. 
Although it is almost impossible to say what the exact relationship would have been 
betw een Sepphoris and N azareth, for instance, one can get a rough picture of the 
influences that cities in the days of Jesus had on the general population of Galilee.
A ccording to the Jewish contem porary historian , Josephus, who also was a 
leader of a  revolt in G alilee against Rom e in 66 CE, there were no less than two 
hundred and four villages in the whole of G alilee (Jos Vit 45:235). This is quite a 
num ber for a  region as small in size as Galilee. Capernaum  apparently was a large 
village with a  population of ten to twelve thousand (see Overm an 1988:162). It was 
a  fishing village sim ilar to o ther villages on the shore of the Sea o f G alilee. The 
towns and villages which Jesus visited according to the New Testam ent are all within 
walking distance, and in the proximity of large cities. This was made possible by the 
network of roads and routes which were necessary for trade.
One of the most im portant cities was the capital of Galilee, namely Sepphoris. 
According to  Josephus (Vita 45:231 & 9) who is one of our main informants in this 
regard, it was the largest city in Galilee, and the seat of the royal bank and archives. 
A rchaeological evidence furtherm ore shows tha t ‘there  were courts, a  fortress, a 
theatre seating three to four thousand people, a  palace, a  colonnaded street on top 
of the acropolis, two city walls, two m arkets (upper and lower)...and the arsenal' 
(see O verm an 1988:164). In addition  there  w ere cities such as Scythopolis and 
Tiberias with similar building constructions and features o f ancient cities, such as 
w ater systems and aqueducts. In M agdala (T ariceae), a  city with a population of 
forty thousand (Jos BJ  2:608), there was even a hippodrome, or an  arena.
W hen and how often Jesus and his followers visited these cities is not known. 
W hat is, however, clear from the urban imagery of the Gospels and specifically the 
teaching of Jesus, is that they were acquainted with city life. Overman is correct in 
saying that: ‘O ne could not live in any village in lower G alilee and escape the effects 
and the ram ifications of urbanization....These lower G alilean  cities functioned as 
regional centers of Rom an power and culture and would have been unavoidable in 
this small area in terms of their influence and impact’ (Overman 1988:165).
W SV onler
HTS 47/1 (1991) 131
Although the Gospels depict the activities of Jesus in the region of Sepphoris, 
that is, the villages of Nazareth, Cana and Nain, and the area of the western shore of 
the Sea of Galilee, these activities presuppose a  setting which includes urban centres 
as an integral part. In his teaching Jesus refers to courts, the market-place, financial 
investm ent which earns interest, the absence of a landlord, images which indicate 
that he was familiar with city life. One also has to rem em ber that agriculture ‘in the 
R om an em pire was intim ately connected  with u rban  env ironm ents’ (E dw ards 
1988:170) and that commerce made the movements of Jesus to  the coastal area of 
Sidon and Tyre, the villages of C aesarea Philippi and the cities o f the Decapolis, 
possible. It was in an environm ent of cities tha t Jesus operated  because of the 
m arket and commercial networks. Import and export networks also played a role.
The broad sweep of Galilee’s import network is indicated by a host of 
items including Babylonian beer, medium beer, Egyptian barley beer, 
smoked fish/lentils from Egypt, cheese from Bythinia, mackerel from 
Spain, wines, asses from Lydia, purple dye from Tyre, jewelry from 
Egypt (as well as parchment and papyrus).
(Edwards 1988:175)
It is within this context that we have to imagine the activities o f Jesus. The specific 
rural and agricultural aspects of his activities and teaching are em bedded into the 
highly urbanised and commercial setting of G alilee in the first century CE. Jesus 
was not unaw are of the people who lived in the cities and who adm inistered the 
country. O ther im portant m atters are how society was structured and who played 
which roles.
In the Gospel tradition the peasants made up the bulk of the population. They 
w ere obviously of the lower class. Like the peasants, the artisan class (of which 
Jesus, Paul, and the fishermen were members) was also part of the lower class who 
lacked of power. They were not indigent, but as a class in society they did not have 
power and influence except in their own circles (see Saldarini 1988:201). The poor, 
and the bandits (some of whom lived in caves in the mountainous areas of Galileê), 
also belonged to this group of society.
The governing class was very small. According to Saldarini (1988:200) perhaps 
one to  two percent of the population formed part of this upper class. It was made 
up of both hereditary aristocrats and appointed bureaucrats (Saldarini 1988:200). 
They owned the land and controlled the political power and wealth in the region. 
Through taxation, confiscation, and the selling of offices they acquired wealth and
Jesus tlw Galilean
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influence.
Another im portant group in the society was the so-called retainer class:
The retainer class, perhaps 5%  of the population, served the needs of 
the ruler and the governing class. To some extent they shared in the 
life o f the elite, bu t not in its d irect power. Soldiers, bureaucratic 
governm ent officials, various kinds of servants, religious leaders, and 
educators were all necessary for the functioning of society, and as a 
group they had a  great impact on society and culture.
(Saldarini 1988:201)
The most im portant people in this group for our purpose are the Pharisees and the 
scribes. We get to know them as religious opponents of Jesus in the Gospels and 
tend to forget tha t we do not know exactly how the Pharisees earned their daily 
bread. T hat is why we think of them  only in their roles as religious leaders. But 
how did Jesus and his followers experience them as members of the retainer group 
in society, serving the in terests of the upper class? The scribes w ere obviously 
peop le  of learn ing  who could read  and w rite and would have been  archivists, 
secretaries, and so on in the administration of the Roman Empire.
This is not the place to go into a detailed analysis of possible conflict concerning 
pow er betw een the upper and the lower classes. It is difficult to say exactly how 
revolutionary G alilee was at the time of Jesus because of the lack of evidence, and 
because any inform ation  abou t the revolutionary  situa tion  befo re  the Jew ish / 
Roman W ar is read into the period (e g for that concerning the Zealots, see Horsley 
1988:184). Obviously there would have been tension (see Freyne 1980:208ff). Per­
haps economic pressure and the problem of foreign rulers could have given rise to 
messianic and apocalyptic hopes am ong the lower class. Evidence, however, is 
lacking. It is nevertheless possible that Jesus of N azareth could have been under­
stood  as an opponent o f the status quo, not to speak of as a rebel. W hatever the 
h isto rical value of the C aesarea  Philippi event, it is possible th a t som e of his 
followers would have seen him as a messianic figure. The fact that he specifically 
mixed with the lower class and preached his message to them makes it possible that, 
even though it was not necessarily his intention, some would have regarded him as a 
leader of the have-nots.
The peasants and the fisherm en alike were heavily taxed. In addition to  the 
secular tax they had to pay to the state they were also obliged to pay a religious tax 
since tithing was regarded as compulsory. One can even talk of a ‘rural proletariat’.
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This is clear from the Gospels where we read of day labourers (M t 20:1-16), hired 
servan ts (M k 1:20), v ineyard  w orkers (M k 12:1-10), beggars (L k 16:6), and 
fishermen who worked all night without success (Lk 5:11).
The foregoing gives us a rough picture of the situation in which Jesus operated. 
It is too early to answer the question of who Jesus was. However, we can already 
place him within a concrete historical situation, namely that of Galilee of the early 
first century. Being a mem ber of the lower class of a society who had to labour for 
their daily b read  in the m ost beautiful p art of Palestine, som ebody who had an 
opermess towards the sufferings of the majority o f the people, and a religious Jew 
with a message, he could have been interpreted from many different perspectives by 
his followers and his contem poraries, as well as by the members of the upper class 
and the retainer class when they becam e aware of his activities and what he had to 
say. H e also must have been well informed as far as other persons with ‘a message’ 
in G alilee were concerned. As in other places in the H ellenistic world there were 
many differen t people, each with their own philosophy of life. W hether he had 
heard popular philosophers and itinerant teachers is not known, but it is possible. 
In  any case the p icture of Jesus and his early followers as a  group of rural, and 
perhaps even uninform ed people, seems to  me im probable. It has becom e clear 
that they must have been subjected to  and informed by the situation in which they 
lived - tha t is, a small region, fifty by twenty four kilom etres in size, with a highly 
developed system of trade and commerce.
in  the next essay (see H TS  47/2,1991) I shall continue my construction of Jesus 
the G alilean and concentrate on the two possible images: Jesus the eschatological 
prophet and Jesus the Jewish sage.
Jesus the Gaiacan
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